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GENERIC FEATURE-LICENSING
FRAMEWORK

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority to U.S. Provisional
Patent Application 61/728,235, filed on Nov. 19, 2012,
which is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure is related generally to computing
systems and, more particularly, to feature-licensing systems.

BACKGROUND

As technologies advance rapidly, manufacturers are add-
ing an increasingly large number of features to their prod-
ucts. Since customer needs vary over a wide range and
constantly evolve, it is necessary for manufacturers to imple-
ment systems that can handle the customization of features
for the initial configuration of and the subsequent changes in
the product-feature set. For example, a manufacturer of
mobile phones such as Motorola may offer mobile phones
that are capable of supporting a number of features in
addition to voice such as data, texting, GPS services, WiFi
connectivity, web browsing, text-to speech, and so on. The
direct customers of the manufacturer, who in the case of
mobile phones are often service providers such as Verizon
and ATT, for instance, may wish to obtain mobile phones
with different combinations of these features in order to meet
the varying needs of the end users.

To address this issue, manufacturers have turned to fea-
ture licensing, which provides a feature-control mechanism
that allows customers to obtain a license to enable only the
product features that meet their specific needs. Feature
licensing brings many benefits to both manufacturers and
customers. For example, feature licensing allows manufac-
turers to have a single build of a product that incorporates all
available features and to rely on feature licensing to enable
different combinations of features. In addition, customers
can get the exact features for a product that meets their
specific needs without having to pay for undesired features.
Feature licensing also allows manufacturers and customers
to manage product upgrades and downgrades through
license changes, eliminating the need to deploy different
product versions and reducing operational downtime.

To achieve such benefits, feature-licensing systems have
been developed which allow different manufacturers, and
even different organizations within the same manufacturer,
to generate license files for different products and different
product lines. These systems generate feature-license files
which have a generic format. Such a generic feature-licens-
ing system may be operated and supported by a third party.
Users of such a system may include users associated with the
manufacturers, operators of the system who support and
maintain the system, and customers (e.g., service providers,
consumer end users) who will be using the various features
of a product for which licenses are being obtained.

Even if a new product is introduced which uses the
generic feature-licensing format, particular technical and
business requirements nevertheless may require variations
to certain aspects of the generic feature-licensing process,
which can be difficult to implement.
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2
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

While the appended claims set forth the features of the
present techniques with particularity, these techniques,
together with their objects and advantages, may be best
understood from the following detailed description taken in
conjunction with the accompanying drawings of which:

FIG. 1 shows a simplified block diagram of the architec-
ture for one example of a feature-licensing process configu-
ration framework;

FIG. 2 shows the logical architecture of one implemen-
tation of a feature-licensing system;

FIG. 3 shows the logical relationship among the configu-
ration data types;

FIG. 4 shows a simplified example of a licensing process
that includes two configuration retrieval points; and

FIG. 5 shows in greater detail the manner in which the
licensing system retrieves an activity configuration during
the licensing process shown in FIG. 4.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Turning to the drawings, wherein like reference numerals
refer to like elements, techniques of the present disclosure
are illustrated as being implemented in a suitable environ-
ment. The following description is based on embodiments of
the claims and should not be taken as limiting the claims
with regard to alternative embodiments that are not explic-
itly described herein.

As used herein, “feature credit” refers to an available
quantity of a feature.

“Generic feature-licensing system” (or “licensing sys-
tem”) refers to a system that generates or otherwise performs
an action on a feature license. “Feature-licensing process”
(or “licensing process”) refers to a process that performs an
action on a feature license, such as license generation,
update and revocation, as well as the credit-management
tasks associated with the action. “Feature-licensing activity”
(or “activity”) refers to the smallest functional unit used to
perform an atomic step in a feature-licensing process, with
simple input and output parameters. “Feature-licensing
activity configuration” (or “activity configuration,” or “con-
figuration™) refers to a sequence of one or more feature-
licensing activities.

“Configuration retrieval point” (or “retrieval point™)
refers to a point in a feature-licensing process where a
feature-licensing activity configuration is needed and is
retrieved from the feature-licensing process configuration
system.

“Configuration-lookup attributes™ (or “lookup attributes™)
refer to the attributes for looking up a specific feature-
licensing activity configuration. “Licensing-scenario attri-
butes” (or “scenario attributes™) refer to the attributes that
describe the circumstances or scenario in which a licensing-
related action is taking place. “Feature-licensing process
configuration system” (or “configuration system”) refers to
a system that defines and stores feature-licensing activity
configurations.

As discussed above, even if a license for a new product is
generated using the generic feature-licensing format, varia-
tions to certain aspects of the licensing process may be
needed. Such changes may include, for instance, changes to
the license-update policy in which a new product is to use its
own set of permissions for adding features to or removing
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features from an existing license. Likewise, a new product
may need to use a new format for confirming license
revocations.

Another aspect of the generic feature-licensing system
that may need to be modified under certain circumstances
involves the management of feature credits. For example, a
new product may require a new credit-deduction policy in
which feature credits are consumed in a new way for feature
additions and upgrades. Likewise, a new credit-refund
policy may be needed for a certain customer so that feature-
credit refunds are made in a new way when a feature is
removed or downgraded or when a license is revoked. As
another example, the credit-overdraft policy may need to be
modified for a new product which allows the credit balance
for a particular customer’s product feature to be negative.

Even if a new product does not require a newly created
modification to the feature-licensing process, it may require
new combinations of previously created modifications to the
feature-licensing process. For example, a new product may
require the use of an existing version of the generic feature-
license format and an existing credit-refund policy for the
feature-downgrade process. However, it may be the case that
no other products use this same combination of the license
format and the credit-refund policy.

In some cases the types of modifications discussed above
to the feature-licensing process may be needed for an
existing product, not just a new product. For example, the
license-file version and format used by a product already
supported by the feature-licensing system may need to be
changed during its life cycle.

In order to implement modifications of the types dis-
cussed above, new software releases generally need to be
developed and tested, which can impose significant costs to
implement, particularly if such modifications need to be
performed on a frequent basis. To reduce these costs and to
simplify the manner in which modifications to the feature-
license process is performed, a feature-licensing process
configuration system is provided as an adjunct to the generic
feature-licensing system. The combination of the generic
feature-licensing system, which for simplicity is often
referred to herein as a licensing system, and the feature-
license process configuration system, which for simplicity is
often referred to herein as a configuration system, is referred
to as a feature-licensing process configuration framework or
simply a configuration framework.

FIG. 1 shows a simplified block diagram of the architec-
ture for one example of a feature-licensing process configu-
ration framework 10. The configuration framework 10
includes licensing system 30 and configuration system 20.

Any feature-licensing process performed by the licensing
system 30 may be divided into a series of atomic operations,
which are referred to herein as feature-licensing activities. A
particular feature-licensing process can be formed from
different combinations of pre-existing feature-licensing
activities with the assistance of the configuration system 20.
A particular combination of feature-licensing activities is
defined as a feature-licensing activity configuration by a
developer or operator using a configuration manager 22 in
the configuration system 20.

The activity configurations defined in this manner may be
stored in a data store 24 maintained by the configuration
system 20. In this way, licensing activities can be reused in
licensing processes other than those for which they were
created. Moreover, the configuration system 20 allows the
different licensing activities to be dynamically combined in
different ways for use in different activity configurations.
The configuration system 20 also allows the licensing sys-
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4

tem 30 to identify one or more activity configurations stored
in the data store 24 which are most appropriate for a given
licensing process.

The licensing system 30 shown in FIG. 1 includes a
front-end server 32 and a back-end server 34. The front-end
server 32 includes a web-based graphics user interface
(“GUTI”) 33 and a UI 35 for implementing feature-licensing
activities. A user may log into the web-based GUI 33 to
perform various feature-licensing processes. The web-based
GUI 33 s responsible for retrieving necessary system fea-
ture-licensing activity configurations from the configuration
system 20 and for invoking the Ul-related feature-licensing
activities included in the configurations that are retrieved.
The back-end server 34 includes a back-end service com-
ponent 35 which is responsible for retrieving feature-licens-
ing activity configurations employed by a licensing process
and for invoking the feature-licensing activities included in
those configurations. The back-end service component 35
also communicates with external systems 40.

The selection of a particular activity configuration from
the configuration data store 24 is determined at a configu-
ration retrieval point in the feature-licensing process. Fea-
ture-licensing activity configurations are identified and
retrieved from the data store 24 in the configuration system
20 based on a set of configuration-lookup attributes, which
are discussed in more detail below. Once a particular activity
configuration is retrieved, the feature-licensing activities
specified in that configuration are invoked and become
actual steps in the feature-licensing process that is being
performed. A given feature-licensing process may have
multiple configuration retrieval points, at each of which one
activity configuration is retrieved. Clearly, the exact behav-
ior of any feature-licensing process is determined at least in
part by the feature-licensing activity configurations retrieved
from the configuration data store 24.

A feature-licensing system supports various feature-li-
censing processes. A licensing process performs one of
many actions on a feature, such as license generation,
license update and license revocation, as well as the feature
credit-management tasks associated with the action. Each
licensing process is divided into a number of steps, which
lead towards the overall result of the process. Each step is
the smallest functional unit able to perform an atomic
operation with simple inputs and outputs. As noted above,
such a step is referred to herein as a feature-licensing activity
(or activity). A newly developed licensing process includes
a series of new and pre-existing activities.

The following is an illustrative, non-exhaustive set of
feature-licensing activities, each of which corresponds to an
atomic step in a licensing process:

Check Feature Difference: This activity determines any
differences between a feature in an existing license and
in a new license request.

Upgrade Feature: This activity increases the quantity of
an integer feature for a new license when the requested
quantity of the feature is more than its quantity in the
existing license.

Downgrade Feature: This activity reduces the quantity of
an integer feature for a new license when the requested
quantity of the feature is less than its quantity in the
existing license.

Add Feature: This activity adds to a new license a
requested feature that is not in the existing license.

Delete Feature: This activity removes a feature that is in
the existing license but not in the request for a new
license.
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Generate License File: This activity generates a license
file that contains a set of features and their attributes.

Process Revocation Confirmation File: This activity vali-
dates a license revocation confirmation file.

Set License Status: This activity sets the status of a

license.

Deduct Credit: This activity deducts a certain amount of

credits from a customer’s credit pool for a feature.

Refund Credit: This activity adds a certain amount of

credits to a customer’s credit pool for a feature.

With the above feature-licensing activities defined, a new
license-generation process could include, for instance, the
“Add Feature,” “Deduct Credit,” and “Generate License
File” activities. Similarly, a license-revocation process could
include the “Delete Feature,” “Set License Status,” and
“Refund Credit” activities. As yet another example, a
license-upgrade process could include the “Check Feature
Difference,” “Upgrade Feature,” “Add Feature,” “Deduct
Credit,” and “Generate License File” activities. In general,
a real feature-licensing process is more complicated and is
composed of more feature-licensing activities than the pro-
cesses illustrated above.

FIG. 2 shows the logical architecture of one particular
example of a feature-licensing system of the type shown in
FIG. 1. This example is presented for illustration purposes
only and not as a limitation on the subject matter disclosed
herein. In this example three categories of users are repre-
sented by users 101A through 101C (collectively, 101).
Users 101A are license users who are representative cus-
tomers of the feature-licensing system such as service pro-
viders who obtain products from their respective manufac-
turers on behalf of end users. Alternatively, the customers
may be the end users themselves. Users 101B are manufac-
turer users who are representative of the manufacturers of
the products for which feature licenses are being provided.
Users 101C are system-support users who are internal
system-administrative users who belong to the hosting orga-
nization that operates and maintains the licensing system.
Certain advanced administrative functions may be limited to
internal-network access only and may not be exposed to a
public network.

The users 101 communicate with the system over the
Internet 110 or any other packet-based wide area network. In
this example, the users 101 access and interact with the
system through one or more web servers 120 which provide
a single front-end interface that is accessed by a client-based
application such as a conventional web browser.

The feature-licensing system typically includes one or
more physical server computers with one or more physical
storage devices and databases as well as various processing
engines. In particular, in the example shown in FIG. 1, the
feature-licensing system includes one or more service com-
ponents 130 that typically reside on application servers
which execute one or more applications that provide various
feature-licensing services to the clients 101. In FIG. 1 five
logical service components or modules are shown: a feature-
definition component 131, a feature-license management
component 132, a feature credit-management component
133, a user-management component 134, and a non-generic
product-support module 135.

The feature-licensing system also includes hardware
security modules 145 in which cryptographic keys used to
protect licenses may be stored for use by the system. The
feature-licensing system also contains a database 150 of
records. These records may pertain to issued licenses, origi-
nal requests for new licenses, audit data, control-policy
information, organization information, project configura-
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tions, account relationships, product configurations, user
information, and other record types as necessary. The service
components have access to user directories 155, which may
be the internal enterprise user directories that belong to the
various users. The service components also have access to
order management systems 165, where sales orders for
product features are maintained.

At a high level, the modules that make up the service
components 130 provide the following functions and ser-
vices. Some or all of these functions and services may
correspond to one or more licensing processes as described
above, which may each be divided into a series of feature-
licensing activities. The feature-definition module 131 stores
the product-feature information associated with the various
product lines of the manufacturers who are supported by the
feature-licensing system. This module is structured so that it
is generic enough to support commonalities among various
feature-licensing needs. At the same time it is extensible
enough to be able to accommodate any peculiarities in the
feature specification of certain product lines.

The feature-license management module 132 supports
routine feature-license management tasks such as license
generation, updates, enforcement, and revocation. This
module should be able to carry out such tasks in a generic
manner so that it can be shared among different product
lines. In addition, because the scale of deployment and the
update schedule can vary widely across different product
lines, in some implementations the management tasks
should support a batch mode of operation.

The feature credit-management module 133 obtains fea-
ture-credit information from customer-sales order systems,
which manage feature-sales orders for the respective cus-
tomers. This module keeps track of any change in feature
credits so that they are accurately accounted for during
credit creation and adjustment, as well as license generation,
update, and revocation.

The user-management module 134 integrates with exist-
ing user directories of the various users so that the system
can be accessed using a single sign-on interface to avoid
duplicating user information. This module also manages
user privileges so that they are properly authorized to
perform certain tasks while being prohibited from perform-
ing other tasks.

The non-generic product support module 135 allows
legacy products that may be too difficult to migrate to the
generic framework to nevertheless be integrated into the
feature-licensing system. Likewise, certain new products,
which for various reasons may not be able to use the generic
license format, can also be supported by the feature-licens-
ing system.

The licensing system is flexible in its support for products
with different levels of computing capabilities, device 1D
modifiability and storage security, as well as for different
needs of license portability.

Another module associated with the system is a device-
license module, which is located on the product devices. The
device-license module is responsible for all feature-license
related operations, such as license validation, feature-attri-
bute value reporting, license-revocation confirmation gen-
eration, etc. It is integrated into product software, which
communicates with the module through a programming
interface.

As discussed above, a particular set of feature-licensing
activities which make up a feature-licensing process is
referred to as a feature-licensing activity configuration. The
data store 24 in the feature-license process configuration
system 120 may store the following configuration data:
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feature-licensing activity identification and parameter infor-
mation, feature-licensing activity configurations, and con-
figuration-lookup attribute. Each of these configuration data
types is described in turn. Additionally, the relationship
among them is subsequently described in connection with
the example shown in FIG. 3.

Each feature-licensing activity has a set of identification
attributes and a list of parameters associated therewith. An
activity’s identification attributes include an identification
number (“ID”), a name, and a type. The ID of an activity is
used to reference the activity in the feature-licensing system.
The name of an activity describes the activity and may be
displayed to the user by the configuration manager. The type
of an activity is used to group related activities.

Activity parameters associated with a feature-licensing
activity are the inputs and outputs employed by the activity.
Each activity has zero or more parameters. In the feature-
licensing process configuration system, each activity param-
eter has a unique ID, a name, and a type. The ID of a
parameter is used by activities to reference the parameter.
The name of a parameter describes the parameter and may
be displayed by the configuration manager. The type of a
parameter specifies the type of value it can hold, such as an
integer, string, boolean, object, etc. Activity parameters may
be uniquely defined across the configuration system so that
different activities can share common activity parameters.
For example, the same “FeaturelD” parameter can be used
by both of the “Add Feature” and “Delete Feature” activi-
ties, among others that also make use of this same parameter.

Each feature-licensing activity configuration has an ID, a
name, and a type associated therewith. The configuration
type is determined by the activities it contains and indicates
the licensing process or processes for which it should be
used. For example, an activity configuration that contains
the “Add Feature” and “Deduct Credit” activities may have
the type “LicenseGeneration,” which indicates that the con-
figuration is to be used in the license-generation process.

Each type of activity configuration may have a default
configuration. A default configuration for a particular type of
activity configuration may be used in a licensing process that
needs this particular type of configuration and no other
configuration of the same type is available. How a default
configuration is defined and used is explained below.

For feature-licensing activity configurations to be useful
in a particular circumstance, they should be retrievable by
the feature-licensing system based on certain attributes that
describe the circumstances in which the activity configura-
tion may be used. Accordingly, each activity configuration
should have at least one set of lookup attributes for it to be
retrievable by the feature-licensing system.

A configuration-lookup attribute set has a configuration
type as one attribute and zero or more additional attributes.
In general, the configuration type in the attribute set will be
the same as the configuration type of the configuration that
it describes. Additional attributes in a lookup attribute set
can be anything used by the licensing system and can vary
from one attribution set to another for the same configura-
tion. For example, one set of lookup attributes of the
configuration type “LicenseGeneration” may include the
configuration type, product ID, and customer ID, while
another set of lookup attributes for the same configuration
may include the configuration type and the customer site ID.
However, in this example the configuration type in both sets
of lookup attributes is “LicenseGeneration.”

Among all the lookup-attribute sets belonging to different
activity configurations, no two can be identical to another.
For example, for two different configurations, if a lookup-
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attribute set for the first configuration includes a configura-
tion type of “LicenseGeneration,” a product ID of 2, and a
customer ID of 5, then a lookup attribute set for the second
configuration cannot include a configuration type of
“LicenseGeneration,” a product ID of 2, and a customer ID
of 5. This restriction ensures that at most one activity
configuration will be found with the same set of lookup
attributes. The particular attributes to be included in a set of
configuration-lookup attributes may depend on a variety of
factors such as product-licensing requirements, which are
reflected in the makeup of the licensing-scenario attribute set
of a configuration retrieval point in a licensing process. The
licensing-scenario attribute set and its relationship to the
configuration-lookup attribute set is explained below when
the feature-licensing activity configuration retrieval process
is discussed.

In order to facilitate an understanding of the aforemen-
tioned activity configuration data items and their relation-
ship to one another, the illustrative configuration data set 300
shown in FIG. 3 is discussed. This example shows one
activity configuration with an ID of one (“configuration 1)
and a second activity configuration with an ID of two
(“configuration 2”). Configuration 1 has one set of lookup
attributes while configuration 2 has two sets of lookup
attributes. The attributes included in each lookup-attribute
set allow the feature-licensing system to identify and
retrieve an activity configuration that is appropriate for a
given set of circumstances when executing a licensing
process.

Each configuration includes one or more licensing activi-
ties. For instance, in the example of FIG. 3, configuration 1
includes three licensing activities, licensing activity 1,
licensing activity 2, and licensing activity 3. Configuration
2 also includes three licensing activities, which in this case
are licensing activity 2, licensing activity 3, and licensing
activity 4. Accordingly, activities 2 and 3 are included in
both configuration 1 and in configuration 2.

Moreover, each activity has one or more parameters. For
instance, in the example of FIG. 3 activity 1 has activity
parameters 1, 2, and 3, activity 2 has activity parameters 3,
4, and 5, activity 3 has activity parameters 6 and 7, and
activity 4 has activity parameter 8. It should be noted that
activity parameters are sharable among different activities.
In FIG. 2 for example, the activity parameter 3 is shared by
activities 1 and 2.

It also should be noted that in some implementations the
configuration data maintained by the licensing-process con-
figuration system is stored in its own data store (e.g., data
store 24 in FIG. 1), which is logically separate from the data
store of the licensing system. The separation is not neces-
sarily a physical separation. Rather, the separation is in
terms of a referential relationship to one another. Although
the configuration data stored in the configuration system
reference licensing data in the licensing system, these ref-
erences may be based on identities that are defined outside
of the particular data-storage mechanism being used. Such
identities are referred to as database-independent identities.

Specifically, when data are stored in one or several
relational database management systems (“RDBMS”), the
references to the licensing data are not based on identities
generated by the database systems. For example, if a new
product added to the licensing system has a database-
generated identity of 10 while having a database-indepen-
dent identity of 4309, then when the configuration data in the
configuration system need to reference this new product, it
uses identity 4309 rather than database-generated identity
10.
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This kind of referential separation makes it possible for
data changes in one instance of the system to be transferred
to another instance and remain valid. Because database-
generated identities in different instances of the system are
typically not guaranteed to be the same for the same entity,
a reference to an entity based on its database-generated
identity in one system instance may be invalid in another
system instance. On the other hand, if database-independent
identities are used, references to entities in one system
instance will be valid in any other system instance. This
property of data reference is called cross-system referential
validity.

A downside of using database-independent identities for
references to licensing data so that cross-system referential
validity can be achieved is that referential integrity is
enforced by the RDBMS. However, the references to licens-
ing data in the licensing system, such as products, features,
and customers, etc., only appear in configuration-lookup
attributes. As a consequence, a broken reference in a con-
figuration-lookup attribute set would only result in that
attribute set not being used. Thus, the effect of a broken
reference to licensing data in the configuration data is
limited. Therefore, in many cases the price paid by not
having referential integrity between the configuration data
and the licensing data may be worth the benefit obtained by
having cross-system referential validity, which allows easy
transferability of the configuration data from one system
instance to another.

In the configurable feature-licensing system, each licens-
ing process has one or more configuration retrieval points.
At each configuration retrieval point, certain information
describing the specific circumstances or scenario in which
the licensing process is initiated, including the desired type
of activity configuration, is passed by the licensing system
to the configuration system. Such information is referred to
as licensing-scenario attributes. Licensing-scenario attri-
butes are used by the configuration system to select an
appropriate activity configuration which is available in the
configuration system. The appropriate activity configuration
is one that may be used in the licensing process at the
configuration retrieval point for which it has been selected.
The configuration system then returns the activity configu-
ration, including the identification and parameter informa-
tion of the activities in the configuration, to the feature-
licensing system.

FIG. 4 shows a simplified example of a licensing process
that includes two configuration retrieval points. In this
example the process begins at block 410 and continues to
block 415. Block 415 is representative of any activity or
sequence of activities that the process performs before
reaching the first configuration retrieval point 420. In this
example various inputs are processed, and various book-
keeping matters performed at block 415. Upon reaching the
first configuration retrieval point 420 the feature-licensing
system retrieves at block 425 an activity configuration from
the configuration system by first sending the configuration
system licensing-scenario attributes associated with that
configuration retrieval point 420. Next, at block 430, the
licensing system sequentially invokes each of the activities
included in the activity configuration that is retrieved.

Details of block 430 showing an example of the sub-
process performed when the activity configuration is
executed is shown in FIG. 4. The sub-process begins at
block 470 and continues to block 472 where the licensing
system obtains the first activity and its parameters from the
activity configuration. At block 474 the licensing system sets
the activity parameter values for the first activity. After
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invoking the first activity, the licensing system invokes the
next activity at block 476. At decision block 478 the
licensing system determines if there are more activities in
the activity configuration. If not, then the sub-process ends
at block 480. If there are one or more additional activities to
be executed, then the sub-process returns to block 470, and
the sub-process repeats for the next activity.

After the execution of the activity configuration at block
430 is complete, the process continues at block 435, which
is representative of any activity or sequence of activities that
the process performs after invoking the activity configura-
tion. In this example various intermediate results are pro-
cessed, and various bookkeeping matters performed at block
435. Next, a second configuration retrieval point is reached
at block 440, and the feature-licensing system retrieves at
block 445 another activity configuration from the configu-
ration system by first sending the configuration system
licensing-scenario attributes associated with that configura-
tion retrieval point 440. It should be noted that in general a
licensing process may include any number of activity con-
figuration points. At block 450 the licensing system sequen-
tially invokes each of the activities included in the activity
configuration that is retrieved. After the execution of the
activity configuration at block 450 is complete, the process
continues at block 455, which is representative of any
activity or sequence of activities that the process performs
after invoking the activity configuration. In this example the
output of the licensing process is created, various interme-
diate results are processed, and various bookkeeping matters
performed at block 455. Finally, the process terminates at
block 460.

FIG. 5 shows in greater detail the manner in which the
licensing system retrieves an activity configuration when a
license-generation process is initiated for a product with an
ID of ten reaches a configuration retrieval point at block 505.
In response, the licensing system retrieves at block 510 the
appropriate licensing-scenario attributes associated with the
configuration retrieval point. At block 512 the licensing-
scenario attributes are sent to the configuration system
database 580 (via the configuration manager) in order to
locate a suitable activity configuration. In this example, the
licensing-scenario attributes are a product ID=10 and a
configuration type “LicenseGeneration.” The configuration
system searches the configuration data in the configuration
system database 580 to find a match between these licens-
ing-scenario attributes and the activity-lookup attributes.

In the example of FIG. 5 the configuration system locates
configuration data 515, which include lookup attributes 525
that match the licensing-scenario attributes provided to the
configuration system. The lookup attributes 525 are
arranged with an activity configuration 520 having an ID=1.
As shown, the activity configuration 520 has a single licens-
ing activity 530 having an ID=2. The licensing activity 530,
in turn, has two activity parameters 535 and 540, one with
an ID=1 and another with an ID=2. The configuration
system passes the activity configuration 520 to the licensing
system along with the information about activity 530 and its
activity parameters 535 and 540. The licensing system
receives this information at block 545. The licensing system
then processes the activity configuration 520 at block 550. In
particular, the licensing system examines the activity con-
figuration 520 and recognizes that it includes licensing
activity 530 with an ID=2, which it retrieves from a set of
licensing activities 555. In this example the licensing system
invokes the function which corresponds to licensing activity
530 with an ID=2, which is shown to be LicenseGenera-
tionB( ). Since licensing activity 530 is the only activity in
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activity configuration 520, after the licensing system
executes licensing activity 530 at block 550, the execution
of the activity configuration is complete, and the licensing
system returns to complete the remainder of the licensing
process at block 555.

As discussed above, when identifying and retrieving a
suitable activity configuration, licensing-scenario attributes
provided by the licensing system are matched with configu-
ration-lookup attributes. Accordingly, these two kinds of
attributes are closely related. In fact, they are defined based
on the same product-licensing requirements and the particu-
lar configuration retrieval points where they are used.

Licensing requirements for a particular product may
require variations to the licensing process at various points.
Such points naturally become configuration retrieval points,
where a certain activity configuration is needed. For each
configuration retrieval point, a set of scenario attributes is
defined which specifies the conditions under which a varia-
tion to the licensing process is required. At the same time, a
set of lookup attributes is defined for an activity configura-
tion that is to be retrieved at that particular configuration
retrieval point. For example, at the point in the license-
generation process where feature credits are handled, several
products may need an extra step to handle third-party feature
credits. The scenario attribute set for this configuration
retrieval point would include a product ID in addition to a
mandatory configuration type. Correspondingly, the activity
configuration that contains the third-party feature credit
handling activity would have a set of lookup attributes that
includes the product ID and configuration type.

In some implementations there are two categories of
configuration retrieval points: “configuration-required” and
“configuration-optional.” At a configuration-required
retrieval point, one and only one activity configuration is to
be retrieved from the licensing-process configuration sys-
tem. At a configuration-optional retrieval point, one or zero
activity configurations are to be retrieved.

For each configuration-required retrieval point, exactly
one default activity configuration is defined with a single
lookup attribute, which is the configuration type. If no
activity configuration is found at a configuration-required
retrieval point which has a lookup attribute set that matches
the scenario attribute set of the configuration retrieval point,
then the default activity configuration for the specified
configuration type will be returned to the licensing system.
This use of a default activity configuration ensures that at
least one activity configuration will be available at a con-
figuration-required retrieval point.

On the other hand, a configuration-optional retrieval point
does not require a default activity configuration. If no
activity configuration is found at a configuration-optional
retrieval point which has a lookup attribute set that matches
the scenario attribute set associated with the configuration-
optional retrieval point, no activity configuration is returned
to the licensing system. In this case, the licensing process
simply continues past the configuration-optional retrieval
point without invoking any feature-licensing activity.

Based on the feature-licensing activity configurations
retrieved for a specific product at configuration retrieval
points, the feature-licensing process is able to behave very
differently from product to product and from one version of
a product to another. Because of this ability, the provision of
the feature-license process configuration system as
described above can significantly reduce the cost for devel-
oping a licensing process for new products and updating
licensing processes for existing products.

20

40

45

55

60

12

The feature-licensing activities are shareable among dif-
ferent feature-licensing processes, even for different prod-
ucts. If all feature-licensing processes for a new product can
be configured from existing feature-licensing activities, no
new software release is needed. Only new configurations
need to be created for a new product, which could be
accomplished through the configuration manager. Likewise,
when a feature-licensing process for an existing product
needs to be changed, and the changes do not require com-
pletely new feature-licensing activities, the change can be
accomplished by creating new licensing activity configura-
tions that contain existing feature-licensing activities. Once
again, no new software release is needed, and only new
configurations need to be created.

When new {feature-licensing activities are needed for
either new or existing products, the new activities may be
implemented and tested separately from existing activities.
After new activities are added to the licensing system, new
activity configurations can be created for the new or existing
products which need a licensing process tailored to their
needs. The changes to the licensing process caused by the
new activity configurations would only be invoked for
products that need such changes and will not affect the other
products. Because the impact of new activities and new
configurations is limited to the new and existing products
that need changes to their licensing processes, the need for
regression testing the other products that do not need such
licensing process changes is greatly reduced. In addition, if
the new activities are added to the licensing system through
a plug-in mechanism that allows the licensing system to
discover and invoke the new activities dynamically, then the
licensing system does not even have to be restarted when
new activities are added.

The use of database-independent identities by the con-
figuration data for referencing the entities in the licensing
system allows the configuration data to be applied in dif-
ferent instances of the system and remain valid. When
certain configuration changes are to be validated in a test
instance of the system before being applied to the product
instance of the system, the changes can be applied to the test
instance, tested, and then exported as a package using the
configuration manager. The exported configuration package
can then be imported into the production instance of the
system using the configuration manager.

In view of the many possible embodiments to which the
principles of the present discussion may be applied, it should
be recognized that the embodiments described herein with
respect to the drawing figures are meant to be illustrative
only and should not be taken as limiting the scope of the
claims. Therefore, the techniques as described herein con-
template all such embodiments as may come within the
scope of the following claims and equivalents thereof.

We claim:

1. A system to enable customers to provision devices with
feature licenses that enable specified features in the devices,
the system comprising:

a feature-licensing system server for performing feature-
licensing processes to provision the devices with the
feature licenses, the feature-licensing processes includ-
ing a series of feature-licensing activities that each
perform an action on a feature license and at least one
configuration retrieval point that arises between a
specified pair of sequentially performed ones of the
feature-licensing activities; and
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a feature-licensing process configuration system includ-
ing:

a data storage device for storing at least one feature-
licensing activity configuration, the feature-licensing
activity configuration including one or more feature-
licensing activities; and

a configuration manager server for selecting, respon-
sive to a request from the feature-licensing system
server, a first of the feature-licensing activity con-
figurations when the licensing system reaches the
configuration retrieval point while performing one of
the feature-licensing processes and for providing the
first feature-licensing activity configuration to the
feature-licensing system server so that the feature-
licensing activities included in the first feature-li-
censing activity configuration are invoked when the
licensing process reaches the at least one configura-
tion retrieval point,

wherein at least one of the licensing activities included in
the first feature-licensing activity configuration has one
or more licensing-activity parameters associated there-
with, the activity parameter including at least one input
value to be used by the licensing activity with which it
is associated when performing the action on the feature
license.

2. The system of claim 1 wherein the data storage device
is configured to further store at least one activity-lookup
attribute associated with each of the activity configurations,
the activity-lookup attribute describing circumstances in
which the activity configuration with which it is associated
may be used in a licensing process, the configuration man-
ager server being further configured to identify and select
one of the activity configurations based on the at least one
activity-lookup attribute with which it is associated.

3. The system of claim 2 wherein a first of the activity-
lookup attributes specifies a configuration type that defines
a result to be achieved by the activity configuration with
which the first activity-lookup attribute is associated.

4. The system of claim 3 wherein a second activity-lookup
attribute specifies a product or product line to which the
activity configuration associated with the second activity-
lookup attribute is applicable.

5. A system to enable customers to provision devices with
feature licenses that enable specified features in the devices,
the system comprising:

a feature-licensing system server for performing feature-
licensing processes to provision the devices with the
feature licenses, the feature-licensing processes includ-
ing a series of feature- licensing activities that each
perform an action on a feature license and at least one
configuration retrieval point that arises between a
specified pair of sequentially performed ones of the
feature- licensing activities; and

a feature-licensing process configuration system includ-
ing:

a data storage device for storing at least one feature-
licensing activity configuration, the feature-licensing
activity configuration including one or more feature-
licensing activities; and

a configuration manager server for selecting, respon-
sive to a request from the feature-licensing system
server, a first of the feature-licensing activity con-
figurations when the licensing system reaches the
configuration retrieval point while performing one of
the feature-licensing processes and for providing the
first feature-licensing activity configuration to the
feature-licensing system server so that the feature-
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licensing activities included in the first feature-li-
censing activity configuration are invoked when the
licensing process reaches the at least one configura-
tion retrieval point,

wherein the data storage device is configured to further
store at least one activity-lookup attribute associated
with each of the activity configurations, the activity-
lookup attribute describing circumstances in which
the activity configuration with which it is associated
may be used in a licensing process, the configuration
manager server being further configured to identify
and select one of the activity configurations based on
the at least one activity-lookup attribute with which
it is associated, and

wherein each of the activity configurations has one or
more activity-lookup attributes that are each uniquely
defined across all of the activity configurations. The
system of claim 2 wherein each of the activity con-
figurations has one or more activity-lookup attributes
that are each uniquely defined across all of the activity
configurations.

6. The system of claim 1 wherein one of the licensing-
activity parameters is associated with two or more licensing
activities.

7. A system to enable customers to provision devices with
feature licenses that enable specified features in the devices,
the system comprising:

a feature-licensing system server for performing feature-
licensing processes to provision the devices with the
feature licenses, the feature-licensing processes includ-
ing a series of feature-licensing activities that each
perform an action on a feature license and at least one
configuration retrieval point that arises between a
specified pair of sequentially performed ones of the
feature- licensing activities; and

a feature-licensing process configuration system includ-
ing:

a data storage device for storing at least one feature-
licensing activity configuration, the feature-licensing
activity configuration including one or more feature-
licensing activities; and

a configuration manager server for selecting, responsive to
a request from the feature-licensing system server, a first of
the feature-licensing activity configurations when the licens-
ing system reaches the configuration retrieval point while
performing one of the feature-licensing processes and for
providing the first feature-licensing activity configuration to
the feature-licensing system server so that the feature-
licensing activities included in the first feature-licensing
activity configuration are invoked when the licensing pro-
cess reaches the at least one configuration retrieval point,
wherein the feature-licensing system server is configured
to provide one or more licensing-scenario attributes to
the configuration manager server, each of the one or
more licensing-scenario attributes being associated
with at least one of the configuration retrieval points,
the configuration manager server being further config-
ured to select the first feature-licensing licensing activ-
ity configuration based on the one or more licensing
scenarios.

8. The systems of claim 7 wherein the configuration
manager server is further configured to select the first
feature-licensing activity configuration by comparing the
one or more licensing-scenario attributes to the activity-
lookup attributes stored in the data storage device.

9. The system of claim 1 wherein the feature-licensing
activities in the activity configurations stored in the data
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storage device are feature-licensing activities previously
employed in a feature-licensing process different from the
feature-licensing process in which the configuration
retrieval point arises.

10. The system of claim 1 wherein feature-license con-
figuration data stored in the data storage device are refer-
enced by a database-independent identity.

11. A method for modifying a feature-licensing process
that provisions devices with feature licenses that enable
specified features in the devices, the method comprising:

executing a feature-licensing process by a feature licens-

ing system server that includes a series of feature-
licensing activities that each perform an action on a
feature license;
upon reaching a configuration retrieval point that arises
between a specified pair of sequentially performed ones
of the feature-licensing activities, selecting, by the
feature licensing system server, from a data storage
device a first of a plurality of feature-licensing activity
configurations, the first feature-licensing activity con-
figuration including one or more feature-licensing
activities previously employed in a feature-licensing
process different from the feature-licensing process in
which the configuration retrieval point arises;

executing, by the feature licensing system server, the
feature-licensing activities included in the first feature-
licensing activity configuration; and
after executing each of the feature-licensing activities
included in the first feature-licensing activity configu-
ration, executing, by the feature licensing system
server, remaining ones of the feature-licensing activi-
ties in the series of feature-licensing activities,

wherein at least one of the licensing activities included in
the first feature-licensing activity configuration has one
or more licensing activity parameters associated there-
with, the activity parameter including at least one input
value to be used by the licensing activity with which it
is associated when performing the action on the feature
license.

12. The method of claim 11 wherein selecting the first
feature-licensing activity configuration includes identifying
and selecting the first feature-licensing activity configura-
tion, by the feature licensing system server, based on at least
one activity-lookup attribute with which it is associated, the
activity-lookup attribute describing circumstances in which
the first feature activity configuration may be used in a
licensing process.

13. The method of claim 12 wherein a first of the
activity-lookup attributes specifies a configuration type that
defines a result to be achieved by the feature-licensing
activity configuration with which the first activity-lookup
attribute is associated.
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14. The method of claim 13 wherein a second of the
activity-lookup attributes specifies a product or product line
to which the feature-licensing activity configuration associ-
ated with the second activity-lookup attribute is applicable.

15. A method for modifying a feature-licensing process
that provisions devices with feature licenses that enable
specified features in the devices, the method comprising:

executing a feature-licensing process by a feature licens-

ing system server that includes a series of feature-
licensing activities that each perform an action on a
feature license;
upon reaching a configuration retrieval point that arises
between a specified pair of sequentially performed ones
of the feature-licensing activities, selecting, by the
feature licensing system server, from a data storage
device a first of a plurality of feature-licensing activity
configurations, the first feature-licensing activity con-
figuration including one or more feature-licensing
activities previously employed in a feature-licensing
process different from the feature-licensing process in
which the configuration retrieval point arises;

executing, by the feature licensing system server, the
feature-licensing activities included in the first feature-
licensing activity configuration; and
after executing each of the feature-licensing activities
included in the first feature-licensing activity configu-
ration, executing, by the feature licensing system
server, remaining ones of the feature- licensing activi-
ties in the series of feature-licensing activities,

wherein selecting the first feature-licensing activity con-
figuration includes identifying and selecting the first
feature-licensing activity configuration, by the feature
licensing system server, based on at least one activity-
lookup attribute with which it is associated, the activ-
ity-lookup attribute describing circumstances in which
the first feature activity configuration may be used in a
licensing process,

wherein each of the feature-licensing activity configura-

tions has one or more activity-lookup attributes asso-
ciated therewith that are each uniquely defined across
all of the feature-licensing activity configurations.

16. The method of claim 11 wherein one of the licensing
activity parameters is associated with two or more licensing
activities.

17. The method of claim 15 further comprising comparing
one or more licensing-scenario attributes to the activity-
lookup attributes stored in the data storage device to select
the first feature-licensing activity configuration based on the
one or more licensing scenarios, the licensing-scenario attri-
butes being associated with the configuration retrieval.
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